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Abbreviations

The following abbreviations, used in parenthetical citations in the text,

refer to the sources indicated below.

BG A Backward Glance (1937) (New York: Scribner, 1964)

FT The Fruit of the Tree (1907) (New York: Prometheus Books, 2004)

FW French Ways and Their Meaning (New York: D. Appleton and
Company, 1919)

GA The Gods Arrive (1932) (New York: Appleton, 1932)

HM The House of Mirth (1905) (New York: Bantam Books, 1984)

HRB  Hudson River Bracketed (1929) (New York: Scribner’s, 1929)

LI “Life and I” (1923) (Novellas and Other Writings, Library of
America, 1990)
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Introduction

This dissertation is derived from two apparently simple observations
in my reading of Edith Wharton’s autobiography, A Backward Glance
(1934). The first is that Wharton uses several chapters to describe her
relationship with friends and sees friendship as a crucial part of what
makes life worthwhile and significant. She writes: “I cannot think of
myself apart from the influence of the two or three greatest friendships
of my life” (BG 169). My second observation is that while Wharton notes
how she was exempt from “sensational grievances” and had to “make the
best of unsensational material” (BG viii), she nonetheless experienced, an
established woman writer, the social turmoil of the turn-of-the-century
period, as concepts of femininity, sexuality and gender were defined and
redefined. Deeply immersed in an age when many of the quintessential
goals of the New Woman were fulfilled, Wharton indeed lived an
“extraordinary” life, if not a sensational one.

I come to see these two observations as reflecting the same phenomenon —
that is, women were choosing no longer to accept uncritically stories
and meanings set down by men. However, within the late nineteenth
and carly twentieth centuries, as patriarchal customs seemed to define

all walks of American life, it was simply not possible for women writers
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like Edith Wharton, born and raised in an upper-class society, to adopt

with ease a New Womanly voice. For this reason, Wharton, as a woman
2 andasa writer, seems to create from and within her “Memories™?
an elaborated persona and a picture of happy, uneventful life filled
largely with stories of friends and acquaintances. By concentrating on
her representation of friendship, I re-examine the troubled relations
with both sexes for Wharton’s women characters. In examining the
discursive space of the New Woman, I view the friendship rhetoric
as a trope that epitomizes an American society in transformation,
and argue that the discourse(s) of friendship should stand as an arena
where the conflicting criteria for identifying and evaluating the New
Woman are presented and debated. This study explores how Wharton,
arguably the most distinguished American woman novelist to write
before World War II, reveals through a construction of her female
characters an intense longing for equal privileges and relations with

men.

The issue of friendship in Edith
Wharton’s “Backward Glance”

Any investigation of Wharton’s representation of friendship
raises questions over what significance it has for broader Whartonian
scholarship. This question seems especially pertinent in view of the
authenticity and credibility of her autobiography, which has already been

@ The manuscript of what became A Backward Glance collected in the Beinecke
Rare Book and Manuscript Library at Yale University is titled “Memories.” An
autobiography, in essence, is a collection of memories, a selective reflection of past life
events. For more, see Stratton, 112-115.



identified as a truth told with a “slant.”® Yet, a review of major critical
takes on the subject of friendship illustrates its special appeal for early
Wharton critics, as the topic of friendship relates directly to her status
as writer, rubbing elbows with luminaries as Henry James and Bernard
Berenson. By the 1940s, her first biographer, Percy Lubbock, in an
emotionally charged portrayal of Wharton as a “self-made (wo)man”
who preferred the company of men, had directed critical attention to the
significance of Wharton’s relationship with her friends.? Departing from
Lubbock’s depiction of a patron-protégée relationship, feminist critics
in the 1960s and 1970s tried to prove that Wharton was never simply a
Jamesian disciple.® Seeking to portray her as a woman artist in her own
right, they endorsed her friendship with male intellectuals by arguing for
a writer’s need to recast an artistic self. For example, in the widely cited
Edith Wharton & Henry James: The Story of Their Friendship (1965), Millicent
Bell tells a fascinating story of how the well-known literary friendship
between the two distinguished American writers bore on each other and
on their artistic creation as a whole. And decades later, Susan Goodman
sees in Wharton's claim of being a “self-made man” an emphasis on her
“femininity” and “equality in the company of men” (“Inner Circle” 14).

@ “Omission” or “concealment” in Wharton’s autobiography has been addressed by
several critics. Lichtman, for instance, connects her “methods of obfuscation and
artifice” in fiction and autobiography with the climate of sexual hostility felt in the
literature market of the 1930s. See Lichtman, 161.

2 Lubbock is in large part responsible for the prevailing misunderstanding of Wharton as
“a self~made man” and the “pupil,” “heiress,” “disciple,” or “imitator” of Henry James
the master. He wrote, for example, “She a writer, a novelist, a colleague of the great
old craft? — she was a dazzling intruder, la _fernmne fatale, the golden pheasant invading
the barnyard.” A similar view was expressed by James, who famously named her “the
angel of devastation,” and his biographer Van Wyck Brooks. See Lubbock, p.11; “Henry
James and Edith Wharton,” p. 23; Brooks, pp. 170-173, 176.

3 For more biographical studies of Wharton’s friendship, see Edith Wharton: A Biography
(1975), No Gifts from Chance: A Biography of Edith Wharion (1994) and Edith Wharton
(2007).
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However, the value of the friendship theme in relation to Whartonian
criticism before 2000 is mainly biographical. Informative as they are, these
thematic studies of friendship characteristic of the spiritual life of a woman
writer are restricted primarily to (auto)biographical criticism, and provide
only one approach to critical writings on Wharton. For the purpose of this
book, then, I will not try to fit A Backward Glance into a tradition of female
autobiography, which tends to reflect an autobiographer’s emphasis on
“domestic details, family difficulties, close friends and especially people
who influenced them” instead of the public aspects of their lives (Jelinek
7-8). My focus, rather, is the life she creates for herself — “a life bound up
in a few close personal ties” (BG 375).

The life Wharton presents in her autobiography rarely involves
parents, husband or other intimate family members. When she confronts
society’s sexism through her voice as a woman writer, she most often
uses the portrayal of her relationships with friends as a process of self-
realization. What concerns this study, therefore, is not how much truth
is disclosed about Wharton’s personal life, but what she chooses to omit
and what remains in the autobiography — an account of a woman’s
friendships. Through a study of those friendship stories in Wharton’s
autobiography, I will discuss here the significance of friends to Wharton’s
construction of a textual self and the extent to which friendship can
be viewed as a discursive practice and an element central to her New
Womanhood.

Wharton’s life, stretching from the 1860s to the 1930s, came amid
an era of transition, from Victorianism to modernism, from patriarchy
to empowerment of women. As the traditional value for womanhood
gradually eroded, it was challenged by new standards in marriage,
sexuality and femininity introduced by a liberating New Woman. But
as women made their way toward freedom and independence, they met
widespread counter-attacks, of both old and new styles, that restricted

their participation in social and economic activities. In the case of



Wharton’s book, as the works of an established woman writer, therefore,
should be some account of individuality, a story of one’s spiritual journey
toward self-fulfillment, and of struggles with the pains of growth. At the
very beginning, however, the autobiographer brushes aside this useful
confessional strategy of telling the “truth.” Her reason is that illuminating
“every defect and absurdity in others, and every resentment in the writer”
could only assume an “air of truthfulness” (BG vii1). By beginning A
Backward Glance with a confessional “[A] First Word,” Wharton defines
the book’s purpose as creating a self through image-making by her own
method. If an autobiography is to be “worth reading,” she asserts, it should
be more than a superficial record of uncongenial events; it should be an
explanation of her unique histories, which in her case stem from a life
marked by “kindness,” “furtherance” and “exquisite understanding” (BG
vii). The importance of friendship for understanding this woman writer,
in effect, is then shown clearly when she dedicates the book to her friends,
“who every year on All Souls” Night come and sit with [me]her by the
fire” (BG vii).

After an account of her early memories of old New York society with
its stifling decorum and intellectual conservatism comes a long narrative
describing the publication of her first novel. The publication of The Greater
Inclination (1899) makes Wharton, then 37, enter from “a life of wearisome
frivolity” into “The Secret Garden” of writing, the inner world where she
tastes the forbidden fruit of art (BG 119, 196). She writes,

At last I had groped my way through to my vocation, and thereafter I never
questioned that story-telling was my job ... Meanwhile I felt like some homeless
waif who, after trying for years to take out naturalization papers, and being
rejected by every country, has finally acquired a nationality. The Land of Letters
was henceforth to be my country, and I gloried in my new citizenship ... The
publishing of “The Greater Inclination” broke the chains which had held me so

long in a kind of torpor. For nearly twelve years I had tried to adjust myself to the
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